[Phylogenesis of the extracellular matrix].
The extracellular matrix constitutes a highly organized intercellular medium. In multicellular animals, it plays important functions for cell cohesion and for the modulation of cell differentiation and behaviour as well. All the investigations conducted in non-vertebrate species have shown that the extracellular matrix is present at the onset of the multicellular life and throughout the animal kingdom. The collagen fibrils are the most constant element. Recent data on the structure of fibrillar collagen molecules and on the organization of the corresponding genes, obtained in sponges and sea-urchins have shown the remarkable conservation of these fibrillar collagens during evolution. This even emphasize their very likely fundamental function. These results, associated with data provided by morphological and biochemical informations obtained in cnidarians suggest that these primitive fibrillar collagens are the direct precursors of some vertebrate minor fibrillar collagens such as type V. Other collagens, with interrupted triple helix, are more variable and their characterization in sponges leads to consider these non-fibrillar collagens as precursors of basement membrane collagens, of fibril-associated collagens (the FACITs collagens), of the so-called "epithelial" collagens. They were probably used as sticking devices, anchoring the animal to its substratum, or as covering layers (cuticles, sheaths), and even as skeletons (i.e. the bath sponge). Adhesive molecules of higher animals ensure the mediation of the interactions between cells (via their membrane receptors of the integrin type) and the fibrous network of the extracellular matrix. It is the same situation at the beginning of the evolution of the multicellular animals where fibronectin, tenascin and then laminin are present. Proteoglycans too are components of primitive extracellular matrices. At last, only collagen mineralized by calcium phosphate (in bone) and elastin (in elastic fibers and laminae) seem to be restricted to vertebrates.